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Investigating Partnerships between World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms (WWOOF) and Sicilian Food Communities

Since the 1970s, numerous Italian family farmers have sought to improve their quality of life while reducing their impact on the environment. One option has been to revert back to historical agricultural practices that reduce or eliminate the use of petrochemical-based fertilizers and pesticides. Small-scale food producers have strengthened connections with the communities in which they live through traditional open-air markets, the incorporation of tourism on farms, sales to local restaurants, community food exchanges, and the sale of food products directly from their farms. In response to these recent transitions back to organic and local farming, relationships between humans, their local communities and the land have been redefined. The objective of my research was to evaluate how these relationships have changed in recent years and to distinguish ways in which viable markets for locally grown food function in Sicily, Italy. Data was collected during October to November 2007 from small-scale organic olive oil producers throughout Sicily. I conducted open-ended personal interviews with farmers, community members, and other foreign volunteers and documented my observations of organic farms, agritourisms, and farmer’s markets. Small-scale organic farmers raised issues about competition with large-scale “factory farms,” inability to compete in the international export industry, and difficulty in marketing products to chain supermarkets. However, I found that Sicilian farmers who employed innovative methods for enhancing community ties, particularly by hosting agricultural volunteers through World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms (WWOOF), were more successful in creating viable local markets for their products. WWOOF, and similar volunteer organizations, have immense untapped potential for providing farmers with support and resources for the future success of their livelihoods. Such community development strategies are fundamental in the creation of sustainable food systems and providing support to small-scale organic farmers around the world. 

